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Berman: Why the Chicken Doesn't Cross the Road

Why the Chicken Doesn’t Cross the Road
By: Reed Berman

A small village sits in the shadow of a great city, encaged by the same
walls that preserve its fading life. That is where Rowane was. He was always a kid
that wanted to be more than the world meant him to be. So curious about what was
around every corner, when he realized that there was nothing more to see, he lost all
interest in the pathetic town in which he lived.
First, he wanted to see the great city that towered above the insignificant
place where he resided. That was Rowane’s outlook for many years. Then, when he
turned five, he realized that his mom barely had enough money to feed him and his
little sister, let alone take them to the finest place inside the walls. Therefore, the idea
of making it to the big city was crushed. Eventually, the young boy's attention turned
to outside the walls.
When he mentioned this in front of his mother, she flipped, screaming at
him about how impossibly ignorant he could be to even think of such things. Rowane
was in disbelief. His mother was always so calm and controlled, and she just acted
like he had plans to kill someone. At the time, he didn't understand why she had such
an extreme reaction. But for some reason this only made him more curious about
what was on the outside of the walls, and why his mother was so sensitive about it.
As he went into the fields to work tirelessly for hours, all he could think of
was his father that was six feet underground, which left the twelve-year-old child to
have to work for hours to help his mother put food on the table. On the way to the
fields, he couldn't stop himself from relentlessly pondering why his mother acted so
rashly at such a small comment. That day, he decided that when he got home, he
would confront his mother about her reaction, but he never got the chance.
*-*-*-*-*-*-*-*-*-*-*-*-*
While he was walking home, he saw all the people of the town crowded
around the little pile of sticks he called home. When he pushed to the front of the
crowd, all that was left was a pile of ash and scorched logs, Lily, his two-year-old
sister, left sobbing outside.
“Mom, Mom!” she cried out. “She’s stuck inside!''
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He sprinted inside, digging through the flame and ash looking for any sign
of life, unaware of the fire engulfing him just as it did his mother. Eventually, he was
pulled out by Vincent, a friend of Rowane.
He was tall with short black hair and the strength of most grown men in
their village, bearing the familiar stern look you couldn't find him without. While
being carried out, he found Jeremy with a similar stern look on his face. He seemed
to be on the brink of tears.
This was anything but familiar. Usually, you would find Jeremy with a
mischievous smile that Rowane and Vincent were both aware was just a mask to
hide his own problems. Then right at that moment, Rowane realized.
“Carter!” he screamed. “She’s still back there!”
He scrambled out of Vincent's arms and sprinted back to the scorched
wooden fence that held Rowane's best friend, Carter the chicken. He grabbed Carter
and sprinted out of the flames, holding the only thing that was left.
*-*-*-*-*-*-*-*-*-*-*-*-*
Back when his father died, the only thing that he left was a chick so small it
could barely walk. At first, Rowane hated the chick because it represented the failure
of his father. Taking all the money they had and going out to a bar to get drunk, so
drunk that getting into a fight with someone twice his size felt like a good idea,
Rowan’s father was knocked down for the final time. All the hate Rowane had for
his father was channeled into the helpless chick that could not have less to do with
his father's actions.
He considered killing it so many times because of what he convinced
himself was the meat, but he knew it was out of pure and undeniable hatred for his
father. Time and time again, it was the eggs from that same chicken that filled their
stomachs when they thought it would be another day of going to sleep hungry.
After all of that, he is running through a burning building to save it, not
because of the food it puts on the table, but because he can't let his father die again.
Snapping back into reality, he saw his little sister sobbing on the ground.
Vincent stood up and faced him, yelling, “Why did you do that, you could
have died?! Then what would she do.”
“You're mad at me for trying to save my mother and my best friend?”
Rowane rebuts.
“It was too late to save your mom, and you knew it. Look at you, your arms
will be scarred forever because of those burns, and all you have to show for it is a
useless chicken!” Vincent yells.
“You talk about useless, all you do is sit around on your parents' money and
never have to worry about working a day in your life!” Rowane screams.
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Silence fell over the crowd of onlookers, so deafening that the crackling in
the fire came across as a machine gun tearing down everything that gave Rowane a
will to live, besides his sister and Carter.
Right then, as if the world resumed, a yelling farmer splashed a bucket of
water on the smoldering house. Rowane’s sister continued to cry, and the town
continued to uselessly scramble to achieve nothing, but to allude that they are doing
something to help, or have a purpose. As the fire went out and the smoke cleared, the
situation that Rowane was in made him feel as though he were staring through a
crystal clear lake looking at all hope of the future slowly sinking to the bottom.
For the first time in a while, Jeremy said something sincere about how sorry
he was for Rowane with all that had happened, but nothing he said made a
difference. After the following days, it seemed like no one really cared anymore.
Rowane, Carter, and Lily were on the street with nothing to do. Rowane still had to
work as much as possible, struggling to have enough food to survive.
Lily begged on the street for any food or money, but even though she was a
homeless little girl, barely anyone was willing to help.
“Well it makes sense, half the people in this town are just as dirt poor as we
are,” Rowane muttered to Lily.
Later that day, Jeremy tried to cheer him up. When he saw Rowane walking
back from the field, Jeremy tried to make small talk like nothing happened.
“Hey Rowane, why is that chicken named Carter? Isn't it a hen?” Jeremy
hollered.
“It’s what my mother always called her,” Rowane responded on the brink of
tears. Even just having to think about his mother made him want to break out
sobbing.
*-*-*-*-*-*-*-*-*-*-*-*-*
As the days passed, and the nights got colder, Rowane and Lily became
desperate for a place to stay. It even got to a point where they were going door to
door begging for a place to sleep.
“We will do anything,” they cried.
There was no avail, until they arrived at the house at the end of the street on
which they once lived. When they knocked on the door, a familiar face appeared.
Somewhere in all the drama, a sweet old man named Teren had slipped from the
siblings' minds. He was usually very careful and selective with his words, so he
didn't talk much, but when he did it was a good time to be attentive. There was not
one time in Rowan’s life where he said something that was not to be cherished.
He smiled and said, “Ooh, how good to see you. I was getting worried about
you since it has been so long.”
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Rowane and Lily gave him the usual pitch of how they just needed a place
to stay and promised it wouldn’t be for long. The kind old man couldn't bear to think
of them being out on the streets, so he welcomed them in.
He was always kind to Rowane and Lily, bringing them flowers and baked
goods when he had the chance. They felt so thankful for his kind heartedness. After a
few months you would guess that it would all start to feel normal again, but for
Rowane that couldn't be further from the truth.
After about a year, Jeremy decided that enough time had passed that it was
fine to make fun of Rowane about having no parents and all that. Rowane couldn't
make himself tell him off due to the fear that it would make a schism in their
relationship. He hated Jeremy for it, but I guess losing one more person would just
be too much, so he stomached all the jokes and moved on.
Vincent barely even talked to Rowane anymore. After the fight the day
Rowane's mom died, he started ignoring Rowane, with the few exceptions being to
make fun of him with Jeremy. So once again it was Rowane left with Carter as his
only true friend.
Rowane felt he was on the edge of a cliff leading to nothing. Almost
everyone who ever cared for him abandoned him. He was on the edge of his
breaking point. Hardly anything felt like it made life worth living, but the fact that
Carter and Lily were waiting at home made him drag himself back every day.
*-*-*-*-*-*-*-*-*-*-*-*-*
After three more years, Rowane, now 16, was still living with Lily and
Carter in Teren’s house. One day as Rowane was returning from work, Teren pulled
him aside and said, “I think you are old enough to know, your father he… he never
died.” As the cornerstone of everything Rowane knew filled in, all the things above
it crumbled. All that was left was confusion and rage.
“YOU KNEW ALL THIS TIME, AND YOU NEVER TOLD ME!!!” As
Rowane yelled, every fear that Teren had became so real that he couldn't bear to
think of the consequences of what a few simple words in the right situations could do
to someone.
All Teren could think to say was, “All I ask is that you think… think before
you act.”
Revolted by his voice, he quivered, “You have the nerve to tell me to think!
I went through 15 years of misery because of having no one to support our family,
and now you tell me that man I hated for dying, leaving us all hopeless, is still
alive?! And think is the only thing you say to me!” Rowane was more disgusted than
he thought he could have ever been.
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walls.”

“He didn't just leave,” Teren said with his voice shaking. “He left the

As the room fell silent and Rowane’s rage started to fade, he was left with
only confusion. As he collapsed to the floor starting to sob, it felt like everything he
ever knew was a lie.
“I thought that it was impossible to get over the walls. The walls are 20
meters high! How could he get over them?!” Rowane’s voice was still shaking.
“No one knows how he did it, '' Teren said, trying to keep his voice steady.
Right then Carter waddled in, almost with a look of concern, as if he had
heard and understood their conversation. Then she shuffled up to Rowane’s leg and
started to peck at it, looking back and forth in between the piece of dirty cloth she
was pecking at and dead into Rowane's eyes as if she was trying to tell him
something to console him. As he stared back no matter how much he wanted to hate
Carter he couldn't bring himself to do it.
Right then, he decided there was only one thing to do, find his father. He
planned that as the world fell dark, he would grab food, water, and rope and try to
escape the walls. As his sister and Teren slept, he took what he needed; as he was
about to leave, he saw Carter walking directly towards him. When he brushed past
her he thought, “Why am I abandoning the one thing that never abandoned me?”
“Well it’s not like I can take her,” Rowane murmured.
As soon as he walked out of the house and closed the door, Carter started to
squeal, running all around the house knocking over cups, plates, and everything else
that she happened to find. Rowane ran back into the house, grabbing the chicken and
pinning it to the ground. As he held her there, he realized his only option was to take
Carter. He stuffed her in the sack he was using as a backpack then headed off. When
he passed the last house in the village and then the wheat fields, he couldn't stop
wondering why his father would leave, and that is when he realized why his mom
got so upset when he mentioned leaving the walls. It's because she knew this the
whole time and never told him.
This only made Rowane more upset. Who else could have known? Is it
possible that Vincent or Jeremy knew?
“Did everyone truly think I was so fragile that they couldn't tell me the
truth?” he asked Carter.
As she stared back at him, Rowane felt heard. Like someone cared. As
Rowane left the town, he finally felt free, like all the things tying him down were just
constructs that could be escaped by walking a few miles. Then, as he passed the next
hill, he saw it. The great wall. Rowan had only seen the wall from a distance before
now. From there it seemed so far away, like it was unreachable, as if it wasn't real,
but as he grew closer, the daunting idea of climbing the wall became all too real.
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Gradually the road that encased the inside of the wall came into view. As
well known as the wall itself, the great road was used to transport all the resources
within the walls to where they needed to be. It was viewed as a solution to confining
human life.
“If we can transport all the resources inside the walls around, then we won't
need any more.” That is what the government told all the people. It never made sense
to Rowane, but he accepted it nevertheless.
As Rowane stared at the wall, he began to plot how he could get over it. His
first thought was to tie a lasso in the rope and throw it up towards one of the grooves
on top of the wall. As Rowane stood at the bottom of the wall, trying to throw the
lasso high enough, he began to realize how hopeless this strategy was. He wasn't
even getting half as high as he needed to. After hours of trying, the sky started to spit
drops of water down on Rowane. So Rowane toppled over backwards in a flurry of
defeat, finding himself having all the hopes of scaling the wall crushed.
Carter, in all his innocence, hopped on top of Rowane, pecking at his
cheeks with what only Rowane could understand was love. With that, Rowane stood
back up with a new form of resolve. Carter had reminded him of why he was here
and reminded him of all the people that had lied to him.
“Why am I acting like a pathetic brat?” Rowane yelled at himself.
He threw himself back up on his feet and began to think. Well, if I can't
climb the walls, how else can I get to the other side? Then it hit him like a brick, “I
can go under it!” Rowane screamed in excitement. Rowane ran to the wall and began
to dig. As Rowane dug, his hopes were assured: the wall did not stretch into the
ground. He could simply tunnel under it. After a couple hours, Rowane decided that
it would be much more efficient if he could find a tool to dig with. He scoured
around the wall to at least find a rock or something, but what he did find was far
more helpful then any tool could be.
As he was stumbling along the inside of the wall, he found a bush that just
didn't quite look normal. When he went closer to examine it, he realized that it was a
pile of branches and leaves to cover a tunnel -- The tunnel he could only assume his
father dug! As he began to crawl through the tunnel, he realized that Carter was not
behind him as she usually was, so Rowane scurried his way back and saw Carter
staring at him from the other side of the road. This was strange because when Carter
was not in his coop, it was hard to keep him off Rowane’s heel. Rowane walked over
and picked Carter up, but as he began to carry her across the road, she began to flap
and squeal in protest. Rowane set her down, and she sprinted back to the other side
of the road. Rowane walked back to Carter, picked her up and carried her across the
road and through the tunnel. She balked and flapped, but Rowane ignored her
complaints.
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When he set her down on the other side, it seemed they both couldn't quite
take in the beauty of the world. The lush forest that once was inside the walls, but
was logged to make houses, flourished here. It was amazing, so amazing it made
Rowane wonder if the true intention of the wall was not to protect humans but to
save the rest of the world from them. Wanting to stand there mesmerized by the
beauty forever, Rowane made himself push forward.
“I must find my father,” he proclaimed. But now more than ever, he could
not grasp what he might say to him. Rowane honestly didn't know what to feel:
happy at a chance to see his father again, or rageful at his father for leaving him
without a goodbye. What would Rowane do when he found his father? Embrace him
in love, or scream every last hateful thought he had in the last ten years about him?
No matter what he would do, he knew he must continue searching. He decided that it
would be the safest to stay near the wall, so he set up camp a few hundred meters
away from the wall.
As he scoured through the endless jungle looking for any sign of life, all he
seemed to come across was a few broken branches, which only proved to remind him
of what was said to be beyond the walls. There were supposedly creatures that are
more terrifying than you can imagine, yet with all he was seeing, it seemed so hard
to believe that such ferocious things lurked.
*-*-*-*-*-*-*-*-*-*-*-*-*
For days, Rowane and Carter rummaged through the forest looking for his
father, but not until the seventh day, when he was on the verge of giving up, did he
finally find him. That day, he decided that he would rest and savor his food and
water. The only time he left the camp was to go to a small stream nearby to refill his
water supplies, but when he got there, he saw someone crouched down near the
stream. He blinked and almost gasped. He turned away and then looked again. The
person was still there. Rowane’s hands started to shake. He was staring at his father.
He couldn't make himself move; it felt as if time stopped; all his words were
gone; he was unable to say anything. Right as Rowane mustered the courage to make
himself mutter a word, they both flinched as they heard a noise of air rushing past
something, the noise you would commonly hear on a windy day, Not a single branch
in the thick forest was so much as quivering. Rowane couldn't tell which came first:
the unsettling sound of flesh being sliced or hearing himself murmur “why?” with a
quivering voice, but either way, in what felt like eternity, but went by faster than he
could speak, he saw his father living and dying for the first time.
Then he met face to face with something that he couldn't begin to explain in
words. Just pure fear. Standing over his father’s dead body was something so
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terrifying, yet all Rowane could do was stare. He wasn't worried. All Rowane felt
was failure, failure that he went so far to accomplish nothing. In his mesmerized
state, out of the corner of his eye he saw Carter waddling up behind him, looking as
ignorant and innocent as he usually does. Right then, he got a sudden reminder of the
situation he was in as the creature leaped toward him scratching at his neck.
As he dodged backwards, he saw its gleaming talons shine in the sun.
Rowane grabbed Carter and sprinted through the jungle. As he pushed through the
brush, he accumulated scratches from the bushes and low branches. He could hear
the beast ravaging through the jungle behind him. Right as his camp came into view,
Rowane took a hard right toward where the tunnel under the wall was. All he had on
his mind was trying to survive. Such a power fear has, the ability to make you forget
all that ties you down. When the wall came into view in front of him, he began to
search for the tunnel like a hawk searching out its prey. When his eyes met the fake
bush that covered the tunnel, his foot slipped into a hole, twisting his ankle. He fell
to the ground.
The chicken flew out of his arms and into the air. He rolled over so his back
was to the ground; he saw the beast jump over his body and grasped Carter in his
dark maw. As the beast spun and spit out Carter, Rowane realized it did not hunt for
food or hide. It hunted for the pleasure of killing. Rowane’s fear was replaced by
rage. He scrambled to his feet, looking at the beast dead in its eyes like two deep
dark ponds filled with a black darker than the night sky. As Rowane widened his
stance and bent his knees, he and the beast began to run at each other. As they grew
nearer to each other, Rowane remembered what Terren said to him.
“Think before you act.” The voice echoed through Rowane’s head.
He began to remember what was back in the village. “My sister…. She's all
alone.” Rowane snapped back from his thoughts to the frightening realization that he
was barely ten feet away from something that would tear him to shreds without a
second thought.
“I can't die now,” Rowane called out.
He leaped in front of the beast, landing one foot on its head firmly. The
black fog that engulfed the creature spread onto his foot and leg. It felt like flaming
needles tearing through his leg. He pushed off, but the fog remained on his leg, still
stinging as before. Only a couple feet away lay the tunnel that separated the two
worlds. One with the horrors of humans, and one with the horrors of nature. Rowane
could not fly, could not run, and could not walk, so he crawled, using the last ounce
of strength in him to grasp at the grass pulling himself towards the tunnel.
He could hear the beast turning around. He felt its glare in his back. He
knew it was seconds till it would pounce. He felt the edge of the tunnel and pulled,
pulled with all his strength, thinking not of his father, not of Carter, not of what was
lost; he was thinking of what was still there for his sister, the village, Terren.
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“I CAN'T DIE LIKE MY FATHER! I CAN'T LEAVE LILY LIKE HE
LEFT ME. I HAVE TO KEEP GOING!” Rowane screamed.
Then, the thud of him landing in the tunnel. He saw the creature clawing at
the entrance, but it was too big to fit through. He laid there for a long time until his
breathing slowed. He dragged himself to the side of the road and waited for a
carriage to come by since he couldn't walk home. His leg was mangled by the curse
from the creature, and on the other leg, his ankle hung loosely without a splint to
support it.
The drivers of the first couple carriages that passed by said they weren't
going to that village. Some of them spared some food and water, but not until late at
night did he get a ride back to the village. When he was carried back into his house
by the kind people who ran the carriage, his sister broke out in tears, hugging
Rowane. People asked Rowane what happened, but he could not explain. Seeing his
dad, losing Carter, and finally knowing what was out there had made Rowane’s walls
crumble. He was no longer abandoned, he was free.

59
Published by Digital Commons @ Cal Poly Humboldt, 2022

9

